Attending to a new ‘species’ of learners: Principles for facilitating youth learning by Choy, Sarojni C. & Delahaye, Brian
 1
This is author version of article published as: 
 
Choy, Sarojni C. and Delahaye, Brian (2007) Attending to a new ‘species’ of learners: 
Principles for facilitating youth learning. Quest(7):pp. 6-9. 
 
Copyright 2007 (The authors) 
 
Attending to a new ‘species’ of learners: Principles for facilitating 
youth learning  
Sarojni Choy & Brian Delahaye 
Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Australia 
 
 
Young people of Australia remain a prime focus for the future of Australia. The 
compelling urgency to prepare youth for a future of sustained economic and social 
capital is heightened by recent demands for skilled workforce as well as the 
demographic squeeze due to an aging population. 
 
While government policies over the years have created pathways and programs for 
youth, the expected levels have not been achieved. Compared with other OECD 
countries, school completion rates in Australia have only marginally increased in the 
past 15 years. The Australian Industry Group (AIG) (2007, p.2) calls for “qualitative 
change in existing schooling and training arrangements and resources…” In addition, 
a recent analysis of how young people are faring in Australia show that youth are not 
progressing as well as expected, asserting that youth engagement in education and 
employment has reached “crunch time” (Dusserldorp Skills Forum, 2007; Australian 
Industry Group, 2007). What this means, from such economic perspective, is that 
without basic educational attainment, they will remain ill-equipped as important 
contributors to the workplace, society, and Australia’s national wealth. From a social 
perspective, the quality of life and aspirations of youth will fall short without adequate 
education and training.    
 
There are several propositions about improving education, training, employment and 
life for youth, both in mainstream and academic circles. This article adds to that 
growing body of literature on enhancing youth learning. The authors contend that a 
set of principles for youth learners should be substituted for the adult learning 
principles (andragogy) that are widely used to facilitate youth learning.   
 
Youth – a new ‘species’ of learners and workers  
 
Research on new understandings about Generation X, Generation Y and ‘Millennials’, 
continue to draw attention to the nature of youth, almost regarding them as a new 
“species of learners/workers”. Although youth learners were recognised as different to 
adults as early as 1980 (see for example Kasworm, 1980) educational practices have 
not caught up with their evolution. Quinton (2005) argues that educational practices 
still remain incompatible. Like the rest of the population, youth too are shaped by the 
socio-cultural environment. They have experienced change, more than any other 
generation, brought about by revolutions in several areas over the past 25 years. 
Youth are most influenced by modern communication technologies and global, rather 
than local, challenges – mobile phone and text language, personal computers, internet, 
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cable television; downsizing companies; globalisation; multiculturalism; terrorism; 
and environmentalism. Conversely, they were brought up and enjoyed two decades of 
economic prosperity, hence continue to have high expectations. These changes and 
complexities have not only transformed our present day youth as learners, but also as 
workers – presenting challenges for workplace supervisors and managers in utilising 
them as productive employees.  
 
McCrindle’s (2003) research shows that youth are more pragmatic as opposed to 
idealistic, and have short term focus on life. Most of them want to complete 
education, but have no particular long term plans. Muller’s (2006) study found they 
have little or no expectation of a job for life, although they also realise their earning 
capacity is limited by lack of education. He concluded that lifelong learning was more 
relevant for them.  
 
If learning is to provide lifelong benefits, then learning needs of youth and goals of 
education need to be revisited (Quinton, 2005). Long (2006, p.2) suggests that 
“Policies need to take account of the views of young people, their language, 
preferences, technologies and media, and ways of organising life”  
 
Enhancing youth learning 
 
The key to enhancing their learning is gaining a thorough understanding about how 
youth learn, then designing appropriate teaching or facilitation practices and setting a 
suitable environment for their learning. Similarly, understanding what they most value 
can help managers and supervisors engage them most effectively as workers. 
 
Illeris (2003, p. 363) describes learning in youth as “…a gradual transition from the 
uncensored, trusting learning of childhood to the selective and self-controlled learning 
of adulthood.”  More recent literature about Generation X and Generation Y 
highlights differences in youths’ thinking, learning, values and general approach to 
life.   
 
Jonas-Dwyer and Pospisil (2004) draw on several research findings about youth to 
summarise what youth learners want. Given that youth have grown up in an era of 
new technologies and were visually educated and entertained, they expect their 
teachers to utilise the creative capacities of such technologies. They want to be 
challenged to help them develop and extend their capacities. Youth are immensely 
influenced by their peers, hence seek relational connections where they can be 
understood, accepted, respected and included. Team work and social interactions with 
people they can function with has special importance for them. Youth want learning 
to be fun. They want to be respected as individuals. Life activities such as work and 
social events are important part of their life, they like these to be acknowledged.        
 
These findings are similar to what Choy and Delahaye (2005) report. Although youth 
value the outcomes of formal learning, they also have priorities that exist outside the 
learning environment.  Their dual roles (learner and worker) present role conflicts and 
place constraints on time to learn. To maintain a level of balance they focus on the 
economy of time and effort, hence apply a predominant surface approach to learning 
at the expense of deep learning. Deep learning involves conceptualisation and making 
connections with prior knowledge that leads to meaningful conclusions.  
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Youth value what they learn outside their formal learning institutions, although these 
are not formally recognised and rewarded by their institutions. They want the learning 
content to be relevant and have immediate application to work or life, hence would 
like formal learning to be integrated with work of life activities.  
 
Although they prefer a pedagogical orientation to study, they also show preference for 
the ‘feel good aspects’ of andragogy (based on adult learning principles proposed by 
Knowles, 1990). They expect teachers to treat them like adults - with respect, trust 
and concern for them as individuals. Youth prefer a teacher-directed learning situation 
and like teachers to be responsible for most of their learning. They are comfortable 
with their teachers and institutions making system-related decisions about the learning 
content, method of delivery, pace, resources and assessment.  Youth also expect their 
teachers to motivate and maintain their interests in learning. They have preference for 
certain aspects of andragogy, but are not willing to take responsibilities that 
complement teachers’ roles and functions in an andragogical environment. 
 
McCrindle (2003) argues that slick presentations have less impact because they seek 
credible communication and credibility in the presenters. Youth are not impressed 
with ‘rehearsed talk’, but look for spontaneity and openness in interactions. Rather,  
Jonas-Dwyer et al. (2004) propose a set of strategies to support their learning. They 
recognise that youth’s competence and comfort with new communication 
technologies demands more digitised learning where they have freedom to use 
communication technologies. Jonas-Dwyer et al. (2004) go on to suggest increasing 
opportunities for electronic communication and interaction and recommend more 
opportunities for experiential and authentic learning activities to make learning 
relevant. This move to experiential learning is also suggested by McCrindle (2003, 
p.30).  “We stress learning, they like experiencing. We react, they relate. We focus on 
the individual, while they are socially driven.” Jonas-Dwyer et al. (2004) also 
recommend group activities and community related learning.  
 
A growth in knowledge about youth learners continues to inform new teaching and 
learning strategies to facilitate their learning. These and emerging strategies can be 
framed within a set of principles for youth learning, suggested by Choy and Delahaye 
(2005).  They suggest eight principles for youth learning that provide broad guidelines 
to structure learning environments and design activities to enhance facilitation of 
youth learning.  
 
Principles for youth learners 
 
1. Equilibrium in lifeworld 
 
Learning programs designed for youth should consider a range of factors from their 
lifeworld that interact with and impact on youths’ learning. Formal learning is one of 
the means for maintaining and enhancing equilibrium within youths’ lifeworld.  
Relevant experiences outside the learning institutions should be integrated and 
recognised as part of their learning. 
 
2. Relevance and application  
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Relevance and immediate application of what is to be learned needs to be made 
explicit to youth, both in terms of vocational outcomes and assessment requirements.    
 
3. Intrinsic and extrinsic rewards 
 
The rewards of formal learning need to meet the intrinsic and extrinsic goals of youth 
and be cumulative to maintain their interest and motivation. Youth will soon see 
through any “lip service” to deep learning, especially when assessment highlights and 
rewards surface learning. 
 
4. Moderation of content 
 
The volume of content that youth are required to learn should be moderated. With 
technologies that allow access to a global coverage, they often face information 
overload. The volume could be reduced or the time frames extended. Youth can also 
be skilled in identifying pertinent information and knowledge for their development.  
 
5. Orientation to learning 
 
Facilitation of youth learning should be based principally on pedagogical practices, 
although aspects of andragogy should be introduced gradually. However, youth could 
be encouraged to gradually take a more active role in the teaching and learning 
process and assume increasing responsibilities for their own learning. As part of 
gradually increasing self-responsibility, the progressive introduction of learning 
contracts, active learning situations and forms of negotiated learning are 
recommended. A directive, but highly supportive approach by a motivator and guide 
is more suitable for facilitation.   
   
6. Learner responsibilities 
 
The roles and responsibilities of learners should be made explicit to them and youth 
should be assisted in acquiring skills and attributes for these. Youth should be taught 
to increasingly assume responsibility for their learning.   
 
7. Assessment to support lifelong learning   
 
Self-directed learning, critical thinking and reflective thinking should form an integral 
part of assessment tasks. To appreciate the significance of self-directed learning, 
critical thinking and reflective thinking for lifelong learning, youth should be 




Workshops to create self-awareness of capabilities and to build self-confidence in 
learning should be organised for those youth need this type of assistance.   
 
Along with these principles, the authors also suggest professional develop for policy 
developers, curriculum designers and teachers/facilitators to lessen the gaps in 
understanding modern youth, mainly created by generational gaps. Unlike adults, 
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youth experience their world as a relatively complex phenomenon. Any attempt to 
view them in univariate terms will do youth learners a disservice.  
 
Conclusions 
Issues with education, training and employment of youth are well recognised in 
Australia. Extensive research and data from a wide range of sources are conclusively 
supporting youth as a different group of individuals who require a different approach 
to pedagogy and managing them as workers. Governments and industry agree on 
enhancing youth learning and are working together to develop policies and strategies 
urgently needed to offset the cost of under-employment and unemployment, hence 
under-skilled youth. Explicit outcomes through strategies to increase access and 
completion rates are only possible with appropriate learning and facilitation 
approaches. Research acknowledges that youth learners are different and that the 
current practice of predominant adult learning principles (or principles of andragogy) 
is inappropriate for youth learners. Their learning needs to be based on principles such 
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